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Research
Climber’s Photographic Venture Chronicles
Shrinking Glaciers in Himalaya
The MIT Museum in Cambridge, Massachusetts, decided to launch
its first big public exhibit on a controversial aspect of “one of the most
complicated and difficult issues to deal with, scientifically, politically,
and publicly”—climate change. So said museum director John Durant in
April, 2012, when the unique exhibit, “Rivers of Ice: Vanishing Glaciers of
the Greater Himalaya,” opened. This shocking array of giant panoramic
photos of glaciers will remain on exhibit until March 17, 2013.
	In 2007, David Breashears, the mountaineer and filmmaker, started
photographing Himalayan points climbers had previously captured on film
as long as 80 years ago. In the MIT exhibit, Breashears’ modern shots pair up
with old photographs on walls and panels. The contrasts elicited gasps at the

The Kyetrak Glacier on Cho Oyu, elevation between 16,100 and 19,300 feet, as it looked
in 1921 in Major E.O. Wheeler’s photograph. COURTESY OF GLACIERWORKS
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opening. Scientists have measured hundreds of feet of “vertical loss” since the
1920s, but a nonscientist doesn’t have to read the measurements below the
photos. It’s obvious that the frozen rivers are converting to water, dramatically,
changing the rate at which water flows out across this landscape after the wet
season.
For this exhibit, Breashears’ company GlacierWorks collaborated with the
museum and a Boston design firm called Thinc. The modern panoramas,
several as 21-foot-long panels, of the glaciers were mounted next to the older
photographs at the same locations below Mount Everest, Cho Oyu, and the
more northerly Kharakorum Range. At the entrance to the exhibit, visitors
pass a giant satellite photo of Asia on which the major rivers are marked and
labeled. It’s easy to see that if the glaciers in the mountains continue to melt,
water supplies for millions of people could be in jeopardy.
Despite scientific consensus that worldwide climate is changing because of
elevated levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, its effect on the Himalaya
has remained something of a mystery. Some studies have pinpointed glacier
retreat as unrelated to climate change, but a new study published in July

Almost 90 years later, David Breashears photographed the Kyetrak Glacier from the same
spot Wheeler had. It had lost 308 feet of ice. COURTESY OF GLACIERWORKS
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2012 found the glaciers’ melting has accelerated since the early 1980s.1
The MIT Museum’s Durant was careful to say that his organization was not
making any particular statement about the climate. Breashears, too, told a
group of journalists at the exhibit opening that the effect of climate change
on the Himalayan glaciers is not clear. “The more we discovered, the more we
realized the glaciers are idiosyncratic,” he said.
And yet, it’s obvious that the Himalaya are hitting some major changes
because of worldwide climate alteration. “This great and beautiful mountain
range is under tremendous stress under climate change,” said Breashears, who
has been climbing and photographing in the region for three decades. Everest
is at the same latitude as Orlando, Florida, with much higher elevations; the
plateaus below the mountain average about 4,500 meters.
Photos and maps chronicle major glaciers’ elevations and “vertical glacier
loss” between the 1920s, when most of the older photos were shot, and 2008
or 2009, when Breashears took most of the photos on exhibit. The Kharta
Glacier, elevation between 18,373 and 20,997 feet, lost 325 feet of ice cover
since Major E.O. Wheeler of the Royal Geographic Society photographed
it in 1921. The Kyetrak Glacier on Cho Oyu, elevation between 16,100 and
19,300 feet, lost 308 feet of ice since Wheeler photographed it, also in 1921.
The Jannu Glacier on Kanchenjunga lost 275 feet of ice since Vittorio Sella
photographed it in 1899.
Breashears endured some dangerous treks to photograph the same spots
as the old photos. Standing in front of the panels, he said he was proud to be
contributing to the body of research of climate change.
—Christine Woodside

Tandong Yao et al., “Different Glacier Status with Atmospheric Circulations in Tibetan
Plateau and Surroundings,” Nature Climate Change, 2, 663–667 (2012). Summary at nature.
com/nclimate/journal/v2/n9/full/nclimate1580.html. See also Samjwal Ratna Bajracharya et
al., Impact of Climate Change on Himalayan Glaciers and Glacial Lakes. Kathmandu, Nepal:
International Centre for Mountain Development, 2007.
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“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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